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His	semester	in	Montverde	was	through	a	science	exchange	program	aimed	at	drumming	international	interest	in	deforestation.	Jason	competed	with	students	from	all	over	the	state	for	the	opportunity	to	spend	a	semester	at	the	Vida	de	Luz	Butterfly	Farm.	He	wrote	a	soaring	essay	interspersed	with	poetry	that	compared	Earth	to	a	body	with	diverse	parts,	an	intricate	system	that	relied	on	the	whole	to	function.	He	decried	the	dismemberment	of	the	Earth-body.		Oh,	beautiful	Earth.	You’re	bio		diverse.	Your	bio	logy	changing	your	bio	graphy	into	tragedy?			It	was	the	first	time	he	won	anything	of	significance,	and	it	marked	for	him	a	new	stage	of	life,	a	time	of	travel,	adventure,	and	more	winning.	This	was	also	his	first	time	out	of	the	country,	and	he	arrived	at	the	 Juan	Santamaria	International	Airport 	with	an	ambition	that	left	him	exposed,	eager	to	lap	up	every	detail	and	experience	equally	and	without	judgment.	 	 	The	airport	ceiling	was	all	skylight,	curved	glass	that	sent	his	gaze	in	a	hopeful	sweeping	arc	toward	the	far	blue	sky	and	a	voluptuous	puff	of	cloud.	He	moved	with	the	crowd	toward	the	baggage	claim	and	smiled	with	bright	and	good	humor	at	a	sign	in	Spanish	that	designated	it	as	so.	Reclamo	de	Equipaje	the	sign	declared	in	unassuming	white	font.	He	had	travelled.	He	was	a	traveller,	and	his	
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vision	refused	to	dip,	though	he	saw	below	his	otherland	Spanish,	in	equal,	fat	letters,	the	English	translation:	Baggage	Claim.	In	the	side	pocket	of	his	pack	he	carried	a	Moleskin	journal	he	used	to	record	observations	on	language,	climate,	and	wildlife,	but	he	also,	when	the	mood	struck	him,	scribbled	verse.	He	challenged	himself	to	compose	in	Spanish	with	the	hope	that	the	lilting	l’s	and	rolled	r’s	would	ennoble	his	thoughts	and	deepen	the	beauty	of	his	images.		The	Vida	De	Luz	Butterfly	Farm	was	owned	by	the	Segura	family,	a	family	headed	by	the	matriarch	and	farm’s	founder,	Lucia	Segura.	Lucia	had	two	sons,	two	daughters-in-law	and	three	grandchildren.	All	of	the	Seguras,	including	the	youngest—she	performed	her	chores	before	and	after	school—worked	on	the	farm.	Between	the	family	and	a	steady	stream	of	exchange	students,	the	farm	nurtured	tens	of	thousands	of	caterpillars	from	egg	to	chrysalis.	Though	a	portion	of	the	caterpillars	remained	as	butterflies	to	lay	eggs	for	a	new	generation,	they	harvested	most	of	the	crop	as	pupae.	The	farmhands	packaged	the	green	and	brown	rolls,	like	tiny	living	cigars,	into	layers	of	Styrofoam	and	mailed	them	to	museums,	libraries,	and	schools.	The	farm	was	made	up	of	two	long,	brown	greenhouses	the	size	of	gymnasiums.	Their	tall	screen	walls	overlooked	mountains	and	cloud	forest,	a	tide	of	dense	vegetation	so	thick	and	green	and	sovereign,	the	black	tree	trunks	appeared	as	mistakes,	hairline	fractures	in	an	otherwise	cloud-green	world.	Inside	the	greenhouses	caterpillars	lived	and	fed	on	thousands	of	potted	plants	arranged	in	rows.	On	quiet	mornings	Jason	would	stand	among	them	and	
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listen	to	them	chew.	His	eyes	closed	and	their	tiny	mastication	would	intensify	and	build	to	a	roar.	The	mindless	abundance	of	their	hunger	reduced	a	plant	to	razed	stem	inside	of	a	day.	Feeding	the	caterpillars	proved	the	most	difficult	and	time-consuming	task	on	the	farm.	Not	only	were	the	farmhands	responsible	for	replenishing	the	stripped	plants	with	new	plants,	but	also	for	transporting	each	tiny	larva	from	one	exhausted	food	source	to	another.	Their	white	gloves	scoured	each	leaf	in	pursuit	of	a	caterpillar	or,	just	as	important,	an	invader,	a	spider	or	grasshopper.		
Verde	is	the	Spanish	word	for	green,	and	it	infiltrated	the	damp	pages	of	Jason’s	Moleskin	book.	Verde:	vibrant	and	thick	against	leaves.	Verde:	Nostalgic	and	creeping	in	cloud.	Verde	lingered	on	the	backs	of	caterpillars	and	popped	like	candy	against	Styrofoam	packaging.	Verde	became	his	word	for	hunger,	but	also	his	word	for	drive.	He	dreamt	in	shades	of	fern	and	moss	but	also	mint	and	sea	foam.	Everything	green.	Everything	desire.	Often	those	first	weeks,	he	would	lie	on	his	bunk	and	think	of	the	caterpillars	chewing,	of	their	mutual	and	unsatisfied	hungers,	and,	when	combined,	how	loud	it	could	all	become.	Jason	shared	a	bunkhouse	with	three	other	exchange	students:	one	from	France,	one	from	Switzerland,	and	one	from	Germany.	Every	third	week,	the	students	were	given	three	days	off	in	a	row	as	an	opportunity	to	explore	the	surrounding	countryside.	Jason’s	days	coincided	with	that	of	the	French	student,	who	had	been	in	Costa	Rica	two	months	longer	than	Jason	and	who	loved	to	show	off	his	expertise.		
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The	French	student,	Claude,	urged	Jason	to	spend	his	first	days	off	with	him	in	a	hitchhiking	adventure	to	San	Jose.	The	trip	took	around	four	hours,	and	when	they	arrived	in	the	city	it	was	dusk.	They	went	directly	to	Club	Jineta,	a	small	bar	the	color	of	orange	sherbet.	The	smell	of	beer	mixed	with	citrus	oil	and	floral	perfumes.	Jason	paused	in	the	entrance.	He	had	never	seen	so	many	women	in	a	bar.	They	stood	as	if	consciously	arranged,	evenly	dispersed;	a	woman	every	few	feet.	They	sat	three	to	a	table	and	stood	along	the	bar,	their	backs	turned	to	the	tender	and	faced	the	club’s	interior.		Claude	was	at	his	ear,	“Most	of	these	women	are	sex	workers,	though	I’m	sure	some	are	customers,	too.”	“Like	prostitutes?”	“I	told	you	about	the	girls.	It	is	very	normal	here.	Well-respected.”	Jason’s	first	impression	was	that	every	woman	was	beautiful.	They	dressed	in	black	cocktail	dresses,	sequin	skirts,	and	cut-off	jean	shorts.	They	toyed	with	jewelry	and	chatted	with	one	another.	They	chatted	with	the	men	who	stepped	in	between	them.		 The	crowd,	at	this	point,	was	still	thin	enough	to	part,	and	he	and	Claude	approached	the	bar	together.	Many	of	the	women	appraised	them,	and	he	ducked	with	a	mixture	of	shy	awareness,	terror,	and	excitement.		“They	work	independently,	so	you	can	barter	for	a	good	price,”	Claude	said.		Jason	lifted	his	eyes	and	looked	back	at	them.	He	assessed	them	slowly,	his	looking	a	bulwark,	because	not	every	woman	was	indeed	beautiful.	One	had	a	large	nose.	Another’s	eyes	were	too	small	and	set	apart.	One	had	acne	and	another’s	arms	
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were	too	fat	for	her	shirt.	It	was	early	in	the	evening,	and	every	body,	in	its	objecthood,	seemed	balanced	along	a	periphery,	strained	against	gravity.	They	had	to	fall,	those	women	lining	the	bar.	In	his	glance,	his	minds	eye,	they	tumbled	like	dominos.	He	thought,	every	one	will	fall.		Claude	said,	“We	can	meet	up	later.	Have	fun.	Sometimes	I’ll	get	three	in	one	night.”	He	ordered	Jason	a	double	shot	of	rum	and	started	a	conversation	with	a	beautiful	woman	sitting	next	to	him.	Jason	prepared	a	smile,	aware	of	the	black	light	that	illumined	his	teeth	and	turned	on	his	stool	to	take	in	the	room.	There,	in	front	of	him	stood	a	woman	who	said,	“Are	you	looking	for	me?”	She	was	fair-skinned,	her	eyes	black	in	the	confusion	of	artificial	light.	“Maybe,”	he	said.	She	wore	a	neon	pink	fanny	pack	over	a	black	mini	skirt,	and	she	unzipped	it	to	reveal	an	assortment	of	lube.	“This	will	make	you	tingle.	This	tastes	like	strawberries.”	She	charged	eighty	dollars	plus	the	cost	of	a	room.	This	was	Jason’s	first	sex	and	he	attempted	to	take	advantage	of	her	expertise.	“I	want	to	know	what	you	want,”	he	wailed	over	his	pleasure.	She	said	something	along	the	lines	of,	“No	baby.	This	is	you,”	but	he	couldn’t	quite	gather	the	sum	of	her	words.	They	fluttered	against	the	pillow,	where	her	face	was	pressed,	and	he	spanked	her,	one	bright,	pink	slap,	because,	for	the	time	being,	she	was	his,	and	he	was	hungry	for	her	worth.			
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Every	third	week,	like	a	student,	Jason	returned	to	Club	Jineta.	Sex	opened	for	him	a	novel	dimension	that	accorded	his	past	blunders	fresh	perspective.	His	capacity	for	wanting	distended,	and	he	learned	how	restraint	could	stretch	pleasure’s	arc.	His	stroll	lengthened.	His	arms	and	legs	moved	languidly.	His	shoulders	rolled.	His	voice	thickened	and	smoothed.	He	used	it	to	seduce	caterpillars	onto	his	thumb.	“Poor	caterpillar,”	he	would	say,	“You	don’t	even	know	you	have	wings.	One	day	you’ll	fly	over	our	heads,	and	you	have	no	idea.”	Only	once	on	his	trip	to	the	city	did	he	accept	the	proposition	of	someone	much	younger.	She	looked	thirteen	or	fourteen.	Her	breasts	were	small	but	round.	She	approached	him	on	the	beach.	He	lay	beside	Claude	on	a	beach	towel,	and	she	asked	him	if	he	was	bored.	She	wore	a	turquoise	bikini,	her	stomach	soft	around	the	belly	button.	She	wiggled.		He	stood,	grinned	and	said,	“Yeah,	I	could	be	bored.”	She	grinned,	too.	Her	stomach	bowed	outward,	and	he	noted	that	her	suit	sagged	at	the	crotch	as	if	purposely	stretched.		Claude	propped	himself	on	his	elbows	and	squinted.		“You	dog,”	he	said.	His	chest	sparkled	with	sand.	“You	can	see	she	wants	it,”	he	said.	“Don’t	you	want	it?”	he	said	to	the	girl.	“I’m	doing	you	a	favor,	right?”	“I	want	it,”	she	nodded,	and	he	offered	her	his	arm.	“Look	out	for	police,”	Claude	said	and	returned	to	the	sand.	“They	don’t	care,”	the	girl	said.		
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They	stumbled	arm	and	arm	over	sunbathers,	shovels,	and	pails.		“Maybe	I	can	teach	you	something,”	Jason	said	after	a	moment,	and	he	liked	the	idea	so	much	he	said	it	again.	“Maybe	I	can	teach	you	something	new,”	and	he	resigned	himself	to	invent	something	if	he	had	to,	just	to	see	the	look	of	innocence	and	surprise	sudden	on	her	face.				Jason’s	Costa	Rica	with	its	caterpillars,	butterflies,	and	women	was	lovely	and	exotic	until	the	last	month,	when	it	fell	apart.	While	on	the	beach	in	San	Jose,	he	met	a	woman	from	Montverde.	At	first,	their	proximity	thrilled	him.	He	snuck	away	in	afternoons	to	hike	with	her	through	the	misted	trees.	They	mingled	in	wet	patches	of	earth.	She	bent	him	over	a	felled	tree	and	pushed	his	spine	into	the	mud	and	lichen.	He	was	wild	for	her	freedom,	but	ultimately	it	frightened	him.	He	fell	in	love	with	her.	She	read	his	poems,	and	she	laughed	in	his	face.	Jason’s	grip	on	his	manhood	was	tenuous,	but	he	gripped	it	nonetheless,	like	he	gripped	his	sweat	buckled	boarding	pass	the	whole	of	his	plane	ride	home.	He	arrived	in	time	for	Christmas	break,	which	was	when	he	met	Kelly	browsing	for	ice	cream	at	his	hometown	grocery.		They’d	gone	to	high	school	together.	She	was	a	cheerleader.	Jason	remembered,	but	she	did	not	remember	him.	His	travel	stories,	edited	for	her	sake,	brought	her	fingers	to	her	mouth.	Her	eyes	widened	and	dropped,	and	he	yearned	to	abrade	her	with	coarseness.	He	could	spend	all	he	learned	on	her	body,	and	it	would	take	him	far.	
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She	did	not	laugh	at	his	poems,	and	they	married	inside	of	a	year.	Nora	was	born	a	year	after	that	and	in	the	sleepless	nights	that	followed,	in	his	wife’s	turning	from	him,	in	her	narrowed	eyes	and	flat	fish	legs,	he	realized	a	permanence	he	had	not	understood	until	it	was	already	set.	But	now	it	seemed	he	traded	one	captivity	for	another,	and	Jason	peered	at	Faye	from	beneath	the	window	shade.	She	had	not	moved.	She	wore	a	yellow	tank	top.	The	straps	drooped	long	bows	down	her	shoulder	blades.		He	would	have	to	tune	her	out.	He	could	watch	a	movie,	something	violent	and	absorbing.	The	violence	would	relieve	him.	The	body	was	a	thing,	and	its	potential	for	breaking,	for	explosion	and	rot,	muted	the	power	of	its	whole.	His	body	was	a	thing	made	up	of	thing	parts,	and	he	strived	to	get	to	the	bottom	of	this	fact,	to	get	underneath	it,	where	perhaps,	he	could	find	sense	or	salvation.	Again,	he	crawled	to	his	laptop,	lest	she	see	his	shadow	through	the	shade.		His	hands	shook	at	his	keyboard,	and	his	shaking	enraged	him.	He	stood,	his	legs	ached	from	squatting.	His	muscles	spasmed.	He	threw	open	the	front	door	and	said,	“Go	home.”	He	slammed	the	door	and	slid	his	back	down	it.		
She	had	approached	him.	Just	like	the	whore	in	Costa	Rica.		He	was	on	recess	duty	on	the	playground.	She	said,	“I	heard	you	know	a	lot	about	butterflies.”		Her	friend	Emma	lumped	beside	her,	their	elbows	linked.	They	kept	giggling.	Their	foreheads	fell	to	touch.		
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She	wore	a	blue	jump	suit	with	tiny	pink	tulips.	She	spoke,	and	her	eyes	squared	him,	as	if	in	challenge.	She	squeezed	her	bottom	lip	with	her	teeth.	Kids.	They	adopted	these	looks	from	movies.	They	had	no	idea	what	they	meant,	like	ordering	from	a	foreign	menu.	What	was	he	to	think?	“I	do	know	a	lot	about	butterflies,”	Jason	said.	His	gaze	darted	between	them,	although	Faye’s	eyes	remained	steady	on	his	face,	her	look,	palpable.	He	felt	it	in	his	cheeks	and	his	shoulders.	He	could	feel	her	in	his	stomach,	legs,	and	dick.	She	woke	up	his	body,	and	he	tried	to	avoid	her,	looked	hard	at	her	friend.	“What	we	want	to	know,”	Faye	untangled	from	her	friend,	swayed	front	and	back.	Wind	forced	her	skirt	against	her	legs.	“If	you	touch	a	butterfly’s	wings,	can	it	still	fly?”	He	knew	the	answer,	and	he	relaxed.	He	returned	to	her	face	and	explained,	his	posture	worldly	and	lean,	“Most	likely	it	could.	Those	wings	can	withstand	a	lot	of	wear	and	tear,	actually.	I’m	not	condoning	the	manhandling	of	butterflies,	but	they	aren’t	as	fragile	as	most	people	think.”	“I	thought	so,”	Faye	said,	and	the	girls	trotted	away,	their	elbows	once	again	linked.		He	stood	and	watched	them	go.	He	watched	Faye	go,	and	from	then	on,	when	he	looked,	she	was	there.	He	anticipated	her	at	recess.	He	looked	for	her	in	the	hallway.	He	peered	into	classrooms	and	tried	to	find	where	she	was.		He	allowed	himself	to	look	because	his	days	were	so	long	and	dull	and	his	evenings	so	vacant.	Kelly	ignored	him	for	his	children.	She	was	always	tired	and	
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cranky.	He	deserved	the	entertainment.	It	helped	pass	the	hours	at	work,	and	then,	eventually,	the	thought	of	her	helped	pass	his	hours	at	home.		But	he	never	would	have	acted	had	she	not	pursued	him.	She	asked	him	to	mentor	her	group,	her	inquiry	susceptible,	open,	and	soft.	He	imagined	if	he	touched	her,	if	he	placed	his	fingers	on	the	inside	of	her	thigh,	the	marks	would	remain	as	in	the	white	swell	of	risen	dough.	The	image	obsessed	him:	his	fingers	pressed	into	her	thigh.		 Her	curiosity	proved	bottomless.	She	arrived	daily	after	school	in	her	dresses	and	skirts	to	ask	him	about	alternative	fuels.	She	asked	him	about	the	life	cycle	of	stars.	She	asked	him	about	relativity	and	space	travel,	about	Costa	Rica,	and	what	it	was	really	like.	Her	restlessness	and	dissatisfaction	showed	in	her	nails	and	their	torn	half-moon	tips.		“All	my	parents	care	about	is	themselves.	And	money.	Like	they	can’t	see	all	this	amazing	stuff.	There’s	so	much	to	learn,”	and	here	she	blushed	because	the	muchness	stifled	them	both.	He	could	teach	her.	She	was	hungry	for	it.	She	came	to	him	starved	for	something	concrete,	something	she	could	take	in	her	hands	or	into	her	body	and	know	without	a	doubt	something	had	happened,	and	here,	he	had	this	thing.	He	could	teach	her	pleasure	and	the	appetite	for	that	pleasure.	He	could	be	the	one	to	teach	her,	and	she	would	let	him.	He	knew	this	the	first	day	on	the	playground	when	her	lip	fell	from	beneath	her	white	teeth.		
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An	erection	moved	him,	and	he	opened	his	front	door.	She	was	still	there,	and	she	turned	partially	to	him	though	she	did	not	look.	She	remained	transfixed	on	a	small	grey	stone	she	held	in	her	hand.	“Faye,”	he	said.	“You	have	to	go.	Please	don’t	do	this.”	She	lifted	her	face	slowly,	as	if	under	a	spell,	suspended	in	transition,	her	eyes	glowed	with	wonder	or	fear,	he	couldn’t	tell.	“Do	you	hear	me?”	She	rose.	The	stone	made	a	fist	of	her	hand.		“Go,	now.”	“You’re	a	monster!”	she	screamed.	“You	ruined	everything!	I	don’t	care	if	they	hear	me!”	She	looked	at	him,	right	at	him,	then.	“You	have	to	be	quiet.”	“Shut	up!”	She	screamed.	“You	lied!	You	pretended	to	understand.”	Jason	charged	from	his	house	and	grabbed	her	wrist.	He	yanked	her,	she	was	surprisingly	light,	and	he	dragged	her	up	the	walkway,	into	the	house	and	slammed	the	door.	He	turned	her	by	the	shoulders.	“No!”	he	said.	“You’ll	ruin	everything.”	He	spat	his	words,	and	she	flinched	at	his	breath.	“You	can’t	be	here,”	he	said.	“I’ll	go	to	jail.”	“Why	won’t	you	talk	to	me?”	she	yelled.	He	wanted	to	yell	something	back	about	his	kids	or	about	how	she	had	no	idea	what	he’d	gone	through	or	how	he	had	to	be	responsible.	She	was	a	kid	and	free	but	he	was	an	adult.	His	choices	fastened	to	him,	locked	chains.	
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The	empty	room	dawned	across	her	face,	and	she	turned.	She	did	not	hide	her	pity.	It	flushed	her	dark	cheeks,	and	his	palm	tingled	with	the	desire	to	slap	it	away.	He	was	surprised	to	find	he	still	held	her	by	the	wrist.	Her	skin	reddened	in	splotches	beneath	his	hand,	and	he	released	her,	suddenly	frightened.	“It’s	so	empty,”	she	said.	He	cleared	his	throat.	His	eyes	felt	wet.	“What	happened	was	wrong,	Faye.	I	was	wrong,”	but	now	she	was	looking	at	her	hand	and	the	stone.	She	uncurled	her	fingers	and	raised	her	palm.	“Something’s	happening	to	me,”	she	said.	“Ever	since	that	day	with	you	I	kept	hearing	stuff,	like	this	stone.”	Her	fingers	extended.	They	trembled	slightly.	“It’s	like	it’s	singing,”	she	said,	and	in	the	dimness	he	could	barely	make	out	the	freckles	on	her	nose,	the	tremor	in	her	nostrils.	That	fine	hair	like	down	on	her	shoulders.	He	said,	“This	can’t	happen.”	“This	stone	is	different,	though.	It’s	the	most	beautiful	thing.”	She	stepped	closer	to	him	and,	again,	extended	the	stone	like	an	offering.	She	waited,	expecting	something,	but	what	was	she	asking	him?	“Do	you	think	I’m	crazy?”	she	said.	“Of	course	not.”	He	reached	for	her	hand,	the	rock.	He	said,	“I	could	be	in	a	lot	of	trouble	if	someone	found	out	you	were	here.”	“No	one	knows.	My	mom	thinks	I’m	with	friends.”	“You	can’t	scream	on	my	door	step.”	He	released	her	hand	and	touched	her	elbow.	
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“I	don’t	want	to	get	you	in	trouble.”	She	moved	into	him.	Her	head	bowed.	Her	hands	covered	her	face.	She	stumbled	into	him	as	into	a	surprise,	and	his	fingers	flexed	around	her	arm.		There	was	a	knocking.	A	rapid,	anxious	throttle	on	his	door.	“I	thought	no	one	knew	you	were	here,”	he	said.		“Should	I	hide?”	He	glared	at	her	but	said	nothing.	He	opened	the	door,	and	it	was	that	boy	from	across	the	street.	His	t-shirt	was	too	large	for	him.	It	hung	like	a	dress	over	his	chubby	legs.	“I	saw	my	friend	come	in,”	he	said.	“I	want	to	talk	to	her.”	Jason	widened	the	door	and	Faye	stepped	into	view.	“She	was	just	leaving,”	he	said.	Her	eyes	widened,	her	hand	lifted,	and	for	a	moment	he	thought	she	might	throw	the	stone	at	him,	but	her	jaw	clenched	and	she	stuck	it	in	her	pocket.	“Good	bye,	Mr.	Sparks.	I’ll	see	you	tomorrow,”	she	said,	and	then	she	left.	She	was	gone.	The	shade’s	shadow	increased.	His	fingers	smelled	like	sugar,	like	her	lotion.	His	laptop	hummed.	His	refrigerator	hummed,	too.	Then	with	efficiency	and	purpose	he	unbuttoned	his	pants	to	reach	after	his	penis,	that	old	object	of	which	he	was	a	part.	 			 	
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2.	 At	three	in	the	morning,	Winnie	decided	to	go	to	Social	Services.	She	woke	David,	jabbed	at	his	shoulder,	and	announced	her	decision	in	the	dark.	The	threat	was	a	gesture	toward	drama.	He	did	not	respond,	and	she	worried	he	did	not	hear.	“David?”	she	said.	“I	don’t	know	what	else	to	do.”	“I	just	applied	for	unemployment.	My	phone	interview’s	tomorrow.”	His	eyes	remained	closed	but	his	face	rumpled	with	shadow.	“It’s	not	enough.	You	should	have	done	that	sooner.”	“So	what	are	we	talking?	Food	stamps?”	“Yes.	We’re	talking	food	stamps.”	He	rolled	onto	his	side,	propped	by	his	elbow.	“I	didn’t	think	of	that.”	“What	are	you	saying?”	“It’s	only	for	a	little	while,	and	we’ve	paid	our	taxes.”	“You’re	saying	you	want	me	to	do	it?”	“I	don’t	want	you	to	do	it,	Winnie,	but	maybe	it	wouldn’t	hurt.	For	just	a	little	while.”		“So	you’re	going	to	let	your	wife	apply	for	welfare.”	He	directed	his	words	at	the	ceiling.	“I	let	my	wife	do	whatever	she	wants.”	“It’s	not	about	want,	David.”	“Right.”	He	closed	his	eyes.	She	watched	his	face	for	movement.		“You	know,	they’re	going	to	make	me	pee	in	a	cup.	Like	in	a	drug	test.	I	heard	it	on	the	radio.”	She	had	heard	it	on	Morning	Edition	in	the	car	months	ago.	North	
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Carolina	wanted	to	drug	test	applicants,	and	she	racked	her	memory	for	the	story’s	conclusion.	She	had	either	forgotten	it	or	failed	to	listen.	She	sat	up	in	bed	and	pulled	her	knees	beneath	her	chin.	“Do	you	want	me	to	have	to	pee	in	a	cup,	David?”	His	breathing	altered.	What	a	stupid	thing	to	say.	She	wanted	to	shut	up,	roll	over,	and	sleep,	but	her	husband’s	sleep,	his	ability	to	lay	there	while	her	anxious	and	angry	heart	screwed	deeper	in	her	chest	moved	her	to	speech,	to	say—what?	She	lunged	after	words	before	their	power	fizzled	and	all	her	relief	proved	moot.		“They	were	debating	it,”	Winnie	said.	“I	don’t	care	what	you	say.	I	won’t	pee	in	a	cup	for	those	people.”	His	exhale	punctured	the	air.	“For	what	people?”	he	said.	“It	can’t	be	that	hard	to	apply.	Look	at	all	the	people	who’re	on	welfare.	They	call	them	hand-outs,	Winnie.”	“I	think	that’s	different,	and	what	do	you	mean	those	people?	We’re	those	people.”	His	sigh	reached	her	face	still	warm.	It	filled	her	nose	and	lungs	like	a	stale	assault.	She	lifted	her	head	from	him.	“It’ll	work	out,”	he	said.	The	bed	creaked.	He	had	rolled	onto	his	side	and	faced	the	wall.	He	was	all	silhouette	to	her	now,	a	lump	of	dark	blanket.	It	was	almost	four	in	the	morning,	and	she	was	alone.	Wasn’t	that	why	people	married?	So	they	didn’t	have	to	wake	at	almost	four	in	the	morning	alone?	
	 130	
She	lay	in	the	dark.	Her	idea	was	her	company,	and	the	longer	she	lay,	the	friendlier	the	idea	seemed.	Before	she	said	the	idea	out	loud,	the	idea	did	not	exist.	It	was	so	ludicrous,	it	had	no	shape.	Then	she	said	it,	and	its	presence	proved	stolid.	The	idea	became	when	she	said	it	out	loud,	and	now,	it	could	nearly—so	easily—be	fact.	It	could	be	something	she	did,	and	why	not?	She	had	already	imagined	it.	Doing	it,	enacting	it,	was	not	so	different,	and	maybe	she	wouldn’t	have	to	pee	in	a	cup.	Obama	was	such	a	liberal.	He	wouldn’t	let	something	like	that	happen.			“What	will	we	tell	Faye?”	She	said	it	out	loud,	but	the	texture	of	his	breathing	remained	unchanged.	It	was	nearly	five	now.	She	should	sleep,	too.	Of	course,	they	wouldn’t	tell	Faye.	Faye	already	knew	too	much.	The	vision	of	Faye	asleep	in	bed	alone	and	turned	toward	her	own	wall	brought	Winnie	to	her	feet.	She	pulled	on	her	robe	and	crossed	the	hall.	From	the	doorway	she	could	barely	make	out	Faye’s	shadow	in	the	dark.	The	shape’s	vagueness	subdued	her.	She	continued	to	look	at	it,	in	focus	and	out,	like	a	cryptic	ink	blot	that	at	one	moment	resembled	her	daughter	and	another	moment	resembled	David	and	in	another	moment	resembled	herself	until,	at	last,	morning	appeared	beyond	the	lumped	blankets	and	between	the	daisy	curtains.		Respectable	landscaping	coaxed	Winnie	from	her	car	and	up	the	wide,	concrete	steps	of	the	Mecklenburg	Department	of	Social	Services.	The	building	was	generic	modern	with	intelligent	angles	and	copious	glass.	She	stood	and	felt	exposed	before	the	building’s	flat	stretch.	Her	shadow	fell	and	broke	across	the	stair.	
	 131	
Inside,	the	windows	towered	with	sunlight	and	a	blanched,	cloudless	sky.	The	furniture	was	tasteful,	maroon	and	chrome,	arranged	in	two	separate	waiting	areas	that	divided	the	room.	A	muted	television	showed	Rachel	Ray	breaking	feta	over	corn.	Winnie	recognized	the	episode,	the	recipe.	This	space	was	not	so	unfamiliar.	It	was	a	waiting	room.	People	came	here	for	many	reasons.	Someone	could	be	here	adopting	a	baby.	Around	a	dozen	people,	mostly	women,	sat	in	the	maroon	and	chrome	chairs.	No	one	appeared	alarmed,	dangerous,	or	drugged.	In	fact,	a	pleasant	calm	seemed	to	percolate	over	their	bent	and	waiting	heads.	There,	on	the	coffee	table	was	Southern	
Living,	Martha	Stewart	Living,	and	Highlights.	Winnie	relaxed	into	her	congenial	expression.	She	checked	in	through	a	sliding	glass	window.	A	pretty	woman	with	a	Spanish	accent	asked	Winnie	to	write	her	name	at	the	bottom	of	a	long	list	of	other	names.	She	was	supposed	to	write	the	purpose	of	her	visit.	She	wrote	after	a	furious	and	embarrassed	pause,	To	get	help.	“They	did	a	great	job	with	the	landscaping,”	Winnie	said.	“Are	you	typically	this	busy?”	The	woman	smiled	sideways,	“We	keep	busy,	for	sure,”	and	handed	Winnie	a	clipboard	and	paperwork.	The	stack	was	substantial,	and	Winnie	sat	rattled	in	the	first	seat	she	passed.	The	woman	beside	her	wore	her	bleached	hair	pulled	back	in	a	lackluster	bun.	A	toddler	played	at	her	feet.	He	pushed	beads	around	a	wire	maze	and	said	each	color	out	loud	as	he	moved	it.	His	mother	kept	one	hand	on	his	head,	tangled	in	his	short	black	hair.	
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Winnie	clicked	her	pen	against	the	clipboard	and	flinched	at	the	loud	sound.	The	forms	started	easily	enough.	They	asked	her	name,	address,	birthdate,	and	social	security	number.	They	required	her	husband’s	name	and	her	daughter’s	name,	but	she	didn’t	know	their	social	security	numbers.	Maybe	she	could	call	David,	but	he	wouldn’t	know	Faye’s	number,	either.	She	looked	up	and	around.	Was	her	daughter’s	social	security	number	something	she	should	know?	On	the	television,	Rachel	Ray	laughed	with	Taylor	Swift.		They	needed	proof	of	her	assets.	They	needed	birth	certificates	and	vaccination	records.	They	needed	medical	bills,	David’s	history	of	employment,	his	paystubs.	She	unclasped	her	purse	and	stuck	in	her	hand.	She	opened	and	closed	her	hand	but	could	think	of	nothing	helpful	to	grab.		A	man	and	a	woman	entered.	The	man	coughed	openly	into	the	air.	The	woman	tugged	at	his	hand	as	if	on	a	leash.	These	were	the	kind	of	people	who	peed	in	cups.	The	man’s	cheeks	sunk	beneath	a	film	of	grey.	The	woman	waddled	and	sweated.	She	cursed	at	the	long	list.	“Goddammit,”	she	said.	“Should	have	made	an	appointment.”	“Read	me	a	story,”	the	toddler	said	to	his	mother.	The	mother	wore	khakis	and	a	pressed	white	shirt.	She	made	room	for	him	on	her	lap	and	cleared	her	throat.	He	brought	her	a	book	with	a	moose	on	the	cover,	and	when	she	began	her	voice	proved	fluid	and	strong.	A	pregnant	woman	across	from	them	lifted	her	head.	She	looked	up	briefly	from	a	spot	on	the	rug,	as	if	startled.			
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Again,	in	the	stack	of	papers,	there	was	a	blank.	Reason	for	visit,	and	Winnie	cast	her	eyes	like	a	torn	net	over	the	room.	They	fell	to	her	lap	and	she	listened:	to	the	mother	humming,	to	the	man	coughing,	to	the	woman	cursing.	
No	money,	she	wrote	in	the	space.	She	pressed	her	pen	hard	but	the	slick,	plastic	clipboard	forced	her	pen	into	a	harsh,	jagged	line.	She	could	have	said	to	the	mother,	“Can	you	believe	this?	My	family	just	ran	out	of	money	like	most	people	run	out	of	milk	or	eggs.”	She	could	have	said,	“I	can	tell	you	don’t	belong	here,	and	neither	do	I.”	She	could	have	said,	“But	why	don’t	we	belong	here?”	Winnie	stood.	She	rapped	on	the	sliding	glass.	The	woman	at	the	window	barely	turned.	She	appeared	in	deep	conversation	with	a	man,	also	behind	the	glass.	The	man	circled	his	finger	at	his	head	and	rolled	his	eyes.	The	woman	buckled	over	with	laughter.	Winnie	rapped	again.	The	man	glanced	and	pointed,	and	after	what	felt	like	a	moment	too	prolonged,	the	laughing	woman	uncurled	herself,	acknowledged	Winnie,	and	slid	open	the	window.	“How	long	does	this	process	take?”	“How	long	have	you	been	here?”	“I	didn’t	mean	that.	I	just	mean	until	we	receive	benefits.”	“What	kind	of	benefits,	honey.”	Honey.	This	woman	was	younger	than	she	was.	Winnie	blushed	against	the	burden	of	her	words,	“The	nutrition	program.	For	food.”	“FNS	applications	are	processed	within	thirty	days	from	when	they	are	received.”		“Thirty	days?	But	this	is	an	emergency.”	
	 134	
Her	whisper	rushed	like	a	shout	and	she	looked	over	her	shoulder	into	the	lobby.	No	one	seemed	bothered.	No	one	even	looked	up.	They	all	looked	down,	every	single	one	of	them,	even	the	mother,	who	looked	down	at	her	child.	Some	looked	at	magazines.	Almost	everyone	else	looked	at	their	phones,	save	for	one	man	who	stared	at	his	hands.	He	sat	close	to	the	front,	and	Winnie	could	see	the	dirt	creasing	his	palms.	“I	don’t	think	this	is	going	to	work	for	me,”	Winnie	said.	“Cross	your	name	off	the	list	if	you	decide	to	leave.”	Winnie	struck	out	her	name	with	intention	and	flourish	as	if	to	insult	the	woman	behind	the	glass,	because	she	was	the	nearest	person,	it	seemed,	with	any	power.			Faye	was	at	school	and	David	was	wherever	he	was,	and	Winnie	returned	to	an	empty	home.	The	silence,	without	the	cushion	of	money,	rang	like	an	injured	ear,	and	Winnie’s	solitude	offered	no	respite.	She	moved	quickly	through	the	rooms,	up	the	stairs	to	her	bedroom	and	the	vase	and	the	business	card	the	man	had	offered	her	on	the	street:		 Freedom	Geriatric	Center	Dr.	Brian	Kuhn,	L.P.C.,	R.R.T.	L.A.C.,	N.B.C.F.C.H.-P.S.	Vitameme	Psychotherapy	and	Hypnosis	Try	Again	and	Let	It	Go		
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Winnie	sat	on	the	edge	of	her	bed	and	studied	the	card.	What	the	hell	was	Vitameme	Psychotherapy	and	what	about	those	letters	after	the	doctor’s	name?	How	could	this	not	be	a	joke?	She	used	her	bedside	tablet	to	search	for	Dr.	Kuhn	and	found	that	not	only	did	he	exist,	but	he	was	handsome,	at	least	according	to	the	thumbnail	picture	that	peppered	his	image	results.	His	good	looks	eased	her	concern,	and	she	redirected	her	misgivings	at	herself.	She	had	not	worked	a	real	job	since	college.	She	forgot	how	a	professional	acted.	She	was	confident	at	the	market	or	spa	or	gym,	but	that	was	all	domestic.	She	did	not	know	how	to	perform	for	a	check	or	even	if	she	could.		Still	she	would	not	return	to	Social	Services.	It	was	all	so	depressing.	She	did	not	want	to	think	about	it,	but	her	insecurities	continued	to	disturb	her.	If	she	couldn’t	get	food	stamps,	she	would	have	to	get	a	job.	She	would	become	a	different	woman,	connected	into	a	current	of	marketability	and	capability.	Her	stilettos	would	take	on	new	meaning.	Her	calves	would	round	like	nectarines.		She	imagined	strolling	into	the	Freedom	Geriatric	Center	already	transformed,	her	red	heels	beating	a	pulse	into	the	hard,	professional	floor.		“I’m	Winnie,”	she	would	say,	hand	extended	before	she	reached	him,	and	when	she	did,	her	grasp	would	be	firm.	“I’m	an	actor.	I	heard	you	were	hiring.”	And	why	not?	She	was	intelligent,	attractive.	Sure	she	had	some	fine	lines	around	her	eyes	and	mouth,	but	they	disappeared	in	certain	lights,	most	lights,	really.	Let	David	ohm	himself	into	oblivion.	Her	need,	her	family’s	need	and	her	ability	to	meet	that	need	revived	her	posture.	She	could	feel	it	in	her	molars	and	in	the	center	of	her	back.	She	would	go	in	today.	There	was	no	reason	to	wait.	
	 136	
She	showered	for	the	second	time	that	day.	She	took	her	time	with	her	makeup.	She	redipped	her	mascara	wand	after	every	application	and	brushed	her	eyebrows.	She	tried	on	several	skirts	and	slacks	before	settling	on	a	pair	of	sky	blue	pants	and	a	loose	silk	blouse.	Her	face	in	the	mirror	balanced	unflinching	confidence	with	seduction.	She	tried	to	memorize	how	the	look	felt	on	her	mouth	and	forehead	so	she	could	reassemble	it	later	for	Dr.	Kuhn.		The	driveway	to	the	Freedom	Geriatric	Center	curved	through	a	filigreed	iron	gate.	The	palatial	structure	was	not	visible	until	the	end,	at	the	last	turn,	behind	a	row	of	palm	trees.	The	pink	brick	spread	into	a	star	shaped	mass	with	towers,	covered	entrances,	and	white	snapping	flags.	Azalea	bushes	buffeted	the	perimeter,	and	beyond	the	glitter	of	cars	and	sunny	pavement	rose	fertile	green	hills	and	tennis	courts.		The	parking	lot	appeared	to	circle	the	building,	but	Winnie	swerved	into	the	first	available	space	to	avoid	the	blue-suited	valet	and	the	discomfort	of	not	tipping	him.	He	fidgeted	by	the	roofed	entrance,	and	she	approached	him	with	great,	feigned	distraction.	She	admired	the	rose	bushes	and	watched	the	sidewalk	for	wayward	sand	blown	from	beneath	the	palm	trees.	Her	heels	scraped	grit	into	the	stone	path.	Her	armpits	dampened.	The	valet	propped	open	the	heavy,	glass	door,	and	she	nodded	thank	you	without	meeting	his	eyes.	Inside,	a	cloud-sized	chandelier	dripped	light	into	a	marble	fountain.	The	fountain’s	wet	echo	and	smell	saturated	the	extravagant	white	
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lobby.	In	the	center	of	the	room,	a	young	man	stood	surrounded	by	a	circular,	white	desk.		 He	smiled	at	Winnie.	Freckles	highlighted	his	high	cheekbones.	“Good	morning.	What	can	I	do	for	you?”	His	voice	sparkled	and	bounced	like	the	fountain	water.	Citrus	colored	chairs	clustered	formations	throughout	the	large	room.	Large	abstract	watercolors	decorated	the	walls	in	various	shades	of	pink.	Winnie	hesitated,	practiced	her	face.	“My	goodness,	what	a	beautiful	place.	I	didn’t	know	you	could	grow	palm	trees	in	Charlotte.”	“I	know!	Apparently,	they’re	extra	hardy.”	“I	feel	like	I’m	in	Florida.”	There	came	a	low	chuckle	and	Winnie	turned	to	find	an	older	gentleman	in	a	white	terry	cloth	bathrobe.	He	wore	a	cowboy	hat,	and	his	lips	parted.	He	stepped	aside	to	take	Winnie	in.	“Hello,	Spaghetti.	How	are	you	today?”	the	receptionist	said.	“Forgot	my	towel,”	the	old	man	said.	His	drawl	was	southwestern.	He	leaned	into	Winnie	and	winked.	“Would	you	like	a	gentleman	to	show	you	around?”	She	smiled,	“No	thank	you.”	“Men	like	me	need	beautiful	women	like	you.	You	help	us	stay	strong.	Isn’t	that	right,	Brent?”	Brent	handed	Spaghetti	a	towel.	“Whatever	you	say,	Spaghetti.”	“Whatever	you	say.	Listen	to	him!	You’ll	see.	It	starts	when	you’re	young.	The	real	gravity--It’s	what	does	this--”	he	pointed	at	his	wide	face,	thick	with	age,	“--It’s	comfort.	We’re	drawn	down	to	it,	son.	Starts	at	your	age.	I	bet	you’ve	already	felt	it.	
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Just	remember,	good	sex	is	not	meant	to	be	comfortable.	That’s	why	it	keeps	you	young.”	He	winked	at	Winnie,	and	Winnie	frowned.	The	feeling	between	her	shoulder	blades	and	molars	fizzled.	“Thank	you,	Spaghetti,	but	we	can’t	say	things	like	that	here.”	“I	can	damn	say	whatever	I	want	to	say,”	Spaghetti	said.	“That’s	why	I	fought	for	this	country.”	“Of	course,	Spaghetti.	Have	a	nice	day,	Spaghetti.”	Spaghetti	accepted	his	towel	and	walked	slowly	away	from	them.		“He	fought	in	Korea,”	Brent	said.	“Sorry	about	that.”	“It’s	okay,”	Winnie	said.	“I’m	actually	looking	for	Dr.	Kuhn.	I’m	here	to	inquire	after	a	job.	I’m	an	actor	interested	in	the	Vitameme.	.	.”	She	allowed	her	voice	to	trail,	unsure	of	how	to	end	the	sentence.	She	had	focused	so	much	on	remembering	the	word	Vitameme	that	she	could	not	recall	what	came	next.		“That’s	great.	You	see	their	ad?”	“No,	I	met	someone	downtown.	He	was	collecting	signatures	for	a	petition.”	She	blushed.	“He	said	you’re	hiring.”	“I	bet	that	was	Oscar.	He	likes	to	give	out	cards.”	“Yes,	he	gave	me	a	card.”	“I	saw	him	earlier	this	morning.	He	sometimes	uses	the	pool,	though	we’re	technically	not	supposed	to.	I’ll	tell	him	you’re	here	if	you	want.”	“No,	I	don’t	think--	He	probably	wouldn’t	remember	me.	I’m	just	here	for	the	job.	Do	you	mind	telling	me	where	to	go?”	“They’ll	have	to	send	somebody	down,	anyway.	Just	a	minute.”	
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He	turned	his	back,	lifted	a	white	receiver,	and	spoke	into	it.	Winnie	nodded	and	smoothed	her	pants.	“Just	so	you	know,”	Brent	said.	“There’s	an	easier	way	to	come	in	if	you’re	going	to	the	psychology	wing.	It’s	on	the	other	side	of	the	building.	There’s	a	big	sculpture	out	front	of	a	hawk.	You	can’t	miss	it.”	Winnie	nodded	again,	short	quick	bobs	of	her	chin.	She	wanted	to	look	like	she	was	listening,	but	mostly,	she	tried	to	collect	herself,	tried	to	remember	the	feeling	of	the	look	on	her	face	in	the	mirror.		“Hello!”	She	recognized	him	from	across	the	room:	Oscar,	the	same	man	from	downtown.	“You	came!”	He	wore	a	pink	t-shirt	and	leather	cowboy	boots.		“That	him?”	Brent	said.		Winnie	nodded	and	smiled	until	he	was	there	shaking	her	hand.	She	recalled	his	details	warmly,	his	dimple,	the	sleepy	urgency	at	his	eyes.	“I	didn’t	think	I’d	see	you	again,”	he	said.	“How	are	you?	Did	your	husband	find	work?”	“I	can’t	believe	you	remember	that.”	“I’m	pretty	good	with	faces.”	He	winked.	“Thanks	for	your	signature	by	the	way.	It’s	a	long	road,	but	we’re	working	hard.”	“That’s	great,”	Winnie	said.	She	tucked	her	hair	behind	her	ear.	Meaning	filled	her	voice.	“I’m	really	glad	to	hear	that.”	“So,	you	think	you	want	to	work	here?”	
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She	turned	and	scanned	the	room	because	it	felt	like	something	she	was	supposed	to	do.	“I	thought	I’d	try,”	she	said	and	warmly	remembered	her	own	smile,	her	own	dimple.	“Well	then,	shall	we	go?	We’re	a	little	short-staffed	and	they	might	want	to	put	you	to	work	right	away.	Going	out	tonight,	Brent?”	Brent	startled,	nodded.	“Thinking	about	it.”	“Hope	to	see	you.”	He	about-faced	and	took	long	strides.	They	passed	the	paintings	and	chairs	into	a	wide	and	brightly	lit	hallway.		“Usually	you	have	to	fill	out	a	bunch	of	paperwork,	but	I	don’t	think	you’re	going	to	have	to	do	that	today.”	“Understaffed,”	she	said,	to	show	she’d	been	listening.	They	walked	quickly	and	she	struggled	to	regulate	her	breath.	“Our	middle-aged	mom	quit	Monday	without	notice	and	our	young	lady	actor’s	out	sick.”	“Oh,”	Winnie	said,	stung	by	middle-aged.	“I	guess	I	have	good	timing	then.”	“I	can’t	remember	what	I	told	you	about	Vitameme.	Did	you	see	our	ad	in	The	
Observer?”	“No.	I	just	held	onto	your	card	and—my	husband	hasn’t	found	work	yet.”	They	passed	what	looked	like	an	Olympic	sized	pool.	They	passed	locker	rooms,	a	racket	ball	room,	a	sauna,	an	indoor	track,	gymnasium,	and	other	wide	hallways	leading	to	other	places.	“It’s	like	a	labyrinth	in	here,”	Winnie	said.	
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“If	you	ever	get	lost,	which	is	easy,	believe	you	me,	you	can	use	any	of	these	phones	to	call	the	front	desk.”	He	waved	at	a	white	phone	hung	on	the	white	wall.	She	hadn’t	noticed	the	phones.		He	stopped	suddenly.	Winnie	almost	slammed	into	him.	“This	is	us,”	he	said.	They	entered	through	an	unmarked	door	into	a	small	lobby.	“This	is	the	psychotherapy	wing.	You	can	use	this	entrance,	if	you	don’t	feel	like	walking	through	the	whole	building.”	This	room	was	more	subdued;	cream	replaced	the	blaze	of	white.	The	reception	desk	was	oak	and	antique.	They	walked	by	the	empty	desk	through	a	door	and	into	a	smaller	corridor.	“I	think	you’re	going	to	audition	Sarah’s	part.	You’re	a	little	older	than	she	is,	but	Mindy	will	make	it	work.”	He	swung	open	a	door	and	stepped	aside	and	held	it	for	her.	“Can	you	remind	me	of	your	name?	I’m	good	with	faces,	but	names?	Eh.”	He	seesawed	his	hand.	“I’m	Winnie,”	Winnie	said.	She	excused	herself	by	him	and	stepped	into	a	black,	square	room.		A	mirror	along	the	right	wall	reflected	Winnie	inside	the	disorienting	dark.	Dimmed	recessed	lighting	made	it	possible	to	see,	but	a	spotlight	produced	most	of	the	light	in	a	halo	on	the	black	floor.	A	short,	white-haired	man	in	a	lab	coat	stepped	into	the	light.	“I’m	Doctor	Kuhn,”	he	said.	Winnie	offered	her	hand.	He	was	much	older	than	his	picture	made	him	look.	The	single	source	of	light	exaggerated	his	gaunt	features.	His	beard	appeared	red	and	his	eyes	black,	rimmed	in	pink	shadow.		“You	are?”	he	said.	His	voice	was	clean	and	boyish,	like	Fred	Astaire.		“I’m	sorry,”	Winnie	said.	“I’m	Winnie	Watters.”	
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She	turned	after	Oscar’s	handsome	familiarity,	but	he	wasn’t	there.	“Excellent.	Let’s	have	a	look	at	you,	Ms.	Watters.	Or	do	you	prefer	Winnie?”	He	stepped	from	the	spotlight	and	Winnie	took	his	place.	She	waited	beneath	the	light’s	scrutiny	like	a	child.		“I	don’t	mind	Winnie.”	She	blinked	into	the	dark.	“Excellent.	Excellent.	You	should	work	for	us,	Winnie	Watters.	Are	you	prepared	to	audition	this	moment?”	Winnie	threw	her	weight	into	her	right	hip.	“Sure.	I’m	down	for	anything.	I	studied	acting	in	college	and	am	pretty	familiar	with	the	drill,	so	you	don’t	need	to	worry	about	me.”	
I’m	out	of	practice,	itched	at	her	throat.	I’m	a	little	nervous,	like	a	hiccup,	but	a	disclaimer	felt	inappropriate	here	where	it	seemed	all	she	had	to	do	was	rise	to	the	occasion	and	fill	the	opportunities	presented	her.	“Excellent,	excellent.”	Dr.	Kuhn	led	her	to	what	appeared	to	be	the	makeup	room.	A	large	woman	with	thick	blond	curls	stood	behind	a	wooden	swivel	chair.		“This	is	Mindy.	She’s	what	keeps	Vitameme	going.”		Mindy	grimaced	and	swiveled	the	chair	at	Winnie.		“You	ready?”	she	said.	Winnie	nodded.	She	sat	in	the	chair	across	from	a	desk	and	another	large	mirror.	Some	of	her	power	returned	as	she	searched	for	and	found	her	look	in	the	glass.	Beside	her,	Mindy	shook	out	an	orange	spool	of	measuring	tape.	“I	can	fill	you	in	while	Mindy	works,”	Dr.	Kuhn	said.	“Your	audition	starts	in	an	hour,	so	we	have	to	move	swiftly,	as	you	can	imagine.”		
	 143	
Winnie	nodded	and	Mindy	pinched	her	chin	to	stop	the	movement.	She	unwound	the	tape	and	placed	it	against	her	cheek.		“Have	you	ever	heard	the	term	‘unfinished	business,’	Ms.	Watters?”	Dr.	Kuhn	said.	 “Yes,”	Winnie	said.	“May	I	ask	how	you	heard	about	us?”	“Someone	who	works	for	you,	Oscar—“		“She	can’t	talk	right	now,”	Mindy	said.	“I	apologize,	Mindy,	but	I	have	to	gauge	what	she	knows.”	“Not	very	much,”	Winnie	said,	and	Mindy	lifted	her	hands	and	stepped	back.	Her	lashes	were	so	long	they	looked	fake.	She	waggled	a	finger	at	Winnie	and	started	again.	She	placed	the	tape	at	Winnie’s	eyes,	then	her	nose.	She	wrote	the	measurements	on	a	legal	pad.	“We	work	with	the	geriatric	population,	and	I’m	sure	you	can	imagine	the	amount	of	unfinished	business	a	person	can	collect	in	their	lifetime.	Here,	at	Freedom,	we	believe	that	the	best	way	to	deal	with	unfinished	business	is	to	finish	it.	Confront	the	offender,	apologize	to	the	victim,	clarify,	thank,	say	goodbye.	You’re	following	me.	I	can	see	it	in	your	face,	but	the	unfortunate	case	for	many	of	our	clients	is	that	these	offenders	and	victims	and	lovers	and	mothers	are	mostly	dead.	So,	what	do	we	do	when	they	are	dead?”		Mindy	took	her	last	measurement	and	turned	to	an	open	laptop	behind	her	on	a	rolling	cart.	She	pressed	the	space	bar,	and	a	generic	beach	dissolved	on	the	screen.	She	waited.	
	 144	
“All	that	unfinished	business	was	a	real	dilemma	before	I	invented	Vitameme	Psychoanalysis.	Vitameme	means	living	memory,	and	it’s	the	exciting	solution	to	our	client’s	problems.”	Mindy	typed	the	numbers	into	a	spreadsheet.	Winnie	tried	to	give	the	doctor	her	full	attention,	but	the	screen’s	light	drew	her	eyes	past	him.	“Through	the	use	of	3D	printers	and	this	wonderful	computer	program,	here,	we	can	take	an	old	photograph	or	video	and	resurrect	the	dead.	With	your	talents—and	we	hope	to	use	your	talents,	Winnie—it’s	possible	to	send	our	clients	back	in	time	where	they	relive	and	rehash.”	A	woman’s	head	appeared	on	the	screen.	The	face	did	not	look	real,	but	computer	generated,	ridged	in	lines	and	ratio.	Mindy	clicked	on	different	areas	of	the	woman’s	face	and	then	clicked	out	of	the	program.	The	beach	images	returned.		“Obviously	low-res,	Mindy.	We’re	on	a	time	crunch,”	Dr.	Kuhn	said.		Mindy	nodded	and	exited	the	room.	There	came	a	muffled	grinding	and	buzz.	The	doctor	continued,	“You	may	reenact	a	specific	moment	from	someone’s	life,	so	they	can	say	the	thing	they	should	have	said	and	emerge	triumphant.	You	may	just	stand	there,	and	let	the	client	say	what	they	need	to	say.	Does	this	make	sense?”	“I	think	so.”	The	grinding	continued	through	the	wall.	“If	audio	is	available,	we	may	ask	you	to	study	a	person’s	voice.	We	plan	to	eventually	invest	in	a	voice	imitator,	but	not	for	a	while.	Most	of	our	clients	are	a	little	hard	of	hearing,	anyway.”	He	chuckled.	Winnie	smiled.	“So,	what	exactly—who	am	I	going	to	be	today?”	“I’m	so	glad	you	asked,	Ms.	Watters.	Today,	you	are	Sophia	McDonald,	the	model	of	well-respected	sculptor	and	artist,	Frank	Neice.	You	are	seventeen.”	
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“Seventeen?”	Mindy	returned	with	a	silver	platter	on	which	facial	features	were	arranged	like	weird	bits	of	fleshy	food,	a	nose,	bits	of	cheek,	ears,	and	chin.	“Any	allergies	to	latex?”	Mindy	asked.	Winnie	shook	her	head,	her	eyes	riveted	on	the	platter.	“The	cohesive	comes	off	with	warm	water	and	soap,”	Dr.	Kuhn	said.	The	cohesive	was	a	thick,	white	paste,	and	Mindy	applied	it	to	Winnie’s	cheeks,	chin,	and	forehead	like	one	of	her	mud	masks.	Winnie	closed	her	eyes.	She	felt	a	slight	pressure	as	Mindy	pressed	bits	of	skin	and	feature	over	her	own.	Dr.	Kuhn’s	voice	entered	her	dark,	“Today,	you	are	seventeen-year-old,	Sophia	McDonald,	and	you’re	Frank’s	lover.	He	pays	you	to	model	for	him,	which	you	do,	but	when	you	become	pregnant—he	suspects	the	child	is	not	his—you	disappear	and	you	steal	from	him.	You	take	his	wallet	and	other	valuables.	An	heirloom	watch	and	a	half	a	dozen	of	his	sketches.”	The	paste	clumped	in	her	hair	by	her	ears.	Mindy	prodded	the	lobes,	and	the	air	there	changed	in	temperature	and	sound.		“Why	do	you	do	it?”	The	doctor	continued.	“I	don’t	know	that	it	matters.	Frank	is	what	matters,	because	he	is	our	client.	He	pays	good	money	for	this	therapy,	and	it	is	important	that	we	never	judge	him.	Our	job	is	to	help	Frank	take	ownership	of	the	event.	He	needs	to	take	hold	of	Sophia’s	ghost	and	confront	her,	and	then	he	needs	to	forgive	her.”	“I’m	done,”	Mindy	said.	
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Winnie’s	face	stiffened	beneath	the	glue.	Mindy	spun	the	chair,	and	Winnie’s	disorientation	grew.	In	the	mirror	she	was	no	longer	herself	but	a	beautiful,	teenage	girl.	Her	hands	flew	to	her	face.	“But	it	looks	so	real,”	she	whispered.	“Of	course	it	does,”	Mindy	said.	Winnie’s	smooth	forehead	arced	over	cat-sloped	eyes.	Her	chin	cut	a	proud	and	elegant	angle	around	flushed,	full	cheeks.	She	ran	her	fingers	over	all	of	this,	her	actual	skin	hard	and	breathless	beneath.	Her	heart	cried	out	for	Sophia	McDonald,	this	girl	and	her	youth.	“It	can	be	startling	to	be	someone	else,”	Dr.	Kuhn	said.	“It’s	not	for	everybody,	but	as	an	actor,	I	imagine	you	are	well-accustomed	to	it.”	“Yes.	Of	course.”	She	nodded	in	his	direction,	but	continued	to	trace	with	her	finger	the	earnest	heart	that	was	her	new	face.		“Mindy,	will	you	please	help	Winnie	with	her	wig	and	earpiece?”	Mindy	nodded.	The	wig	was	shoulder	length	and	blonde	with	thick	bangs.	The	haircut	belonged	to	a	little	girl,	not	a	nude	model.	“She	was	seventeen?”	Winnie	said.		Mindy	handed	Winnie	her	earpiece,	a	small,	flesh	colored	anvil	at	the	center	of	her	palm.	“It	slips	right	into	your	ear,	like	an	ear	bud,”	Mindy	said.	“Its	wireless,”	Dr.	Kuhn	explained.	“Mindy	will	use	this	to	instruct	you	on	your	lines	in	real	time.	It’s	important	that	you	do	not	break	character.	We	must	never	take	the	control	away	from	Frank.	He	must	always	be	in	control.”	
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Mindy	said,	“I	put	your	clothes	on	the	desk.	You’ve	got	five	minutes.”	“We	believe	in	you,	Ms.	Watters,”	Dr.	Kuhn	said,	and	Winnie	watched	Sophia	nod	in	the	mirror.	Winnie	found	a	pair	of	acid	washed	jeans	and	a	baggy	white	t-shirt	folded	on	the	dresser.	At	first	Winnie	assumed	there	was	a	mistake.	She	expected	something	more	romantic,	something	older.	The	temptation	to	do	math—how	old	was	this	Frank	Neice?—buzzed	in	her	temples,	but	she	focused	on	zipping	the	jeans	instead.	This	proved	difficult,	as	the	pair	was	small	in	the	hips	and	butt,	and	she	had	to	lie	on	her	back	on	the	floor	before	she	could	heft	the	zipper	all	the	way	up.	She	paused	in	the	mirror	and	tried	to	imagine	her	family.	She	tried	to	connect	her	actions,	being	Sophia	McDonald,	with	her	own	family,	but	in	the	confusion	of	faces,	they	remained	remote.	She	was	Sophia	McDonald,	young	Sophia	McDonald,	and	the	man	she	wronged	was	about	to	confront	her.		Mindy’s	voice	in	her	earpiece	said	it	was	time	to	enter	the	Black	Room.		“Frank’s	waiting,”	she	said.	“Go	to	the	spotlight	so	he	can	see	you.”	Her	hand	lingered	on	the	knob;	it	was	her	hand	on	the	knob.	I	am	Winnie,	she	thought,	I	am	here	for	a	job.		The	lights	were	brighter	now,	but	the	spotlight	remained	the	brightest,	and	she	walked	to	it	slowly;	her	timidity	emboldened	her,	and	she	studied	him	through	long	and	lowered	lashes.	He	bent	forward	in	his	wheelchair,	his	bare	skull	spackled	in	dark.	She	crossed	to	him,	and	he	shook.	His	hands	at	his	own	face,	his	fingers	wandered	over	it,	as	if	with	similar	disbelief.	“It’s	you!	My	god.	My	angel!”	
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His	arms	and	hands	stretched	out	to	her,	like	a	child	wanting	to	be	lifted.	“Go	to	him,”	Mindy	said	in	her	ear.	His	lips	pressed	wet	on	her	knuckles.	He	smelled	like	old	women’s	perfume.	“Your	fingers	have	aged.”	He	peered	into	her	eyes,	his	own	glistening	with	emotion.	“But	it’s	you.	My	Sophia.”	She	nodded,	terrified.	This	was	not	acting.	It	was	something	else,	something	insidious	and	real.	With	acting	there	was	safety	and	separateness,	but	this	was	different.	They	had	tamped	her	into	this	man’s	life	like	gauze	into	a	wound.	“It	is	me,”	she	said	at	last.		He	hesitated	at	her	voice.	“The	doctors	say	I	have	to	tell	you	how	you	hurt	me,	but	you’re	just	as	lovely	as	you	ever	were.	Will	you	undress	for	me,	my	dear?	Like	old	times?	May	I	sketch	you?”	Mindy	said,	“Tell	him	no.	Keep	him	on	task.”	“We	can’t	today,	Frank.	You	said	you	had	something	to	say	to	me?”	“That	doesn’t	matter	anymore.	Don’t	you	see?	You’re	here	now.	I’d	rather	sketch	you.	You’ve	always	done	that	to	me.”	“I	don’t	want	you	to	sketch	me.	I	want	you	to	say	how	you	feel.”	“I’m	sure	you	had	your	reasons.	You	were	so	young.”	He	began	to	pat	and	then	bang	at	his	chest.	He	frisked	his	lap	and	turned,	whipped	his	head	from	side	to	side.	“Is	there	a	pen	or	paper	in	this	place?”	Winnie	flinched	and	took	a	backward	step.		
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Dr.	Kuhn	appeared.	“You	came	here	for	healing,	Mr.	Neice,	not	to	sketch.	Ms.	McDonald	will	not	be	able	to	stay	long,	and	it’s	important	for	you	to	tell	her	how	her	leaving	made	you	feel.”	“But	she	was	so	young.	Look	at	how	young	she	was.”	“How	old	were	you?”	Winnie	said,	unprompted.	Dr.	Kuhn	glanced,	distracted,	as	did	Frank.	Dr.	Kuhn	said,	“She	stole	your	artwork.	She	disappeared	possibly	with	your	child.”	Frank	made	two	fists.	His	face	darkened.	“It	wasn’t	my	child.	The	slut.	I	always	withdrew.	Remember?”	His	bloodshot	eyes	watered.	“I	gave	you	freedom.	I	paid	you	well.	I	understood	that	I	alone	could	not	satisfy	you,	but	why	did	you	leave?	Why	did	you	feel	the	need	to	take	from	me	everything?”	“It	was	time	for	me	to	go,”	she	said,	prompted.	“You	thieving	slut,”	he	said.	He	slammed	his	fist	onto	his	shriveled	knee.	Tears	streamed	down	his	cheeks.	“Very	good,	Frank.	It’s	good	to	express	your	anger.	Say	what	you	need	to	say.”	“I	thought	you	loved	me.	You	needed	me.”	“Frank,	do	you	think	you	can	forgive	Sophia?”	“I	cried	for	you	every	night.	I	looked	for	you.	I	painted	every	canvas	black.”	“It	was	wrong,”	Sophia	said,	without	prompt.	“I	didn’t	understand.”	“Do	you	understand,	now?”	Frank	said.	The	voice	in	her	ear	said,	“I	understand	that	I	hurt	you	and	I’m	sorry.”	
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“No,”	Winnie	said.	Frank’s	face	pinched	as	did	Dr.	Kuhn’s.	The	pause	spread	like	a	stain,	and	Winnie	acquiesced	to	clean	it.	“I	understand.	I	hurt	you,”	she	said.	None	of	it	mattered,	anyway.	Her	family	was	far	away,	and	young	Sophia	McDonald	was	presumably	dead.		Dr.	Kuhn	guided	them	through	a	series	of	closing	exercises	on	forgiveness.	They	repeated	promises	as	if	in	a	wedding	ceremony,	and	then	Mindy	told	Sophia	to	say	goodbye.		She	retreated	to	the	backroom	to	a	bowl	of	soapy	water	and	a	rag.	She	pressed	the	damp	cloth	to	Sophia’s	face	until	it	loosened	and	turned	soft.	The	fragments	peeled	like	dead	skin,	and	underneath	was	Winnie’s	own	face,	her	red	skin	roughed	by	the	rag.	She	rewashed	her	skin	and	rinsed	it;	her	face	lowered	over	the	bowl	so	the	water	could	run	down	without	mess.	She	lifted	her	head,	and	there	in	the	mirror	her	look	of	confidence	returned.	It	was	difficult,	but	she	had	done	it.	Winnie	had	done	it,	and	she	would	do	it	again.	She	had	nothing	to	lose	and	everything	to	gain.	The	trick	was	submission	and	flow.	The	trick	was	the	current	and	complicity	with	the	current.	She	would	say	what	she	needed	to	say	and	be	what	she	needed	to	be	and	they	would	pay	her	for	it.	She	would	bring	home	money,	and	she	could	save	her	family.			 	
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